This article examines recent local government reform in the Northern Territory from two perspectives. The first is a quantitative perspective on population and finances, which focuses on the mixing of diverse interests in the recent changes. The second is a more observational perspective gained from working with one pre-reform local government and the larger local government that has replaced it. The article argues that the recent changes are generational in nature in three distinct and significant ways. It also argues that the greater challenge for the new local governments may be their vast geographic scale, rather than their mixing of diverse interests.
Introduction
In late 2006 and early 2007, the Northern Territory government announced a radical reshaping of its local government system. Sixty-one councils were to be reduced to just 13. Four urban municipalities were to be left largely intact, but 57 smaller, dispersed, more remote-area councils were to be amalgamated into nine shires. In the process, local government would also expand to cover the whole land mass of the Northern Territory, rather than only 10 per cent. This proposed reshaping was a major change in scale for remote-area councils, but it was also an ambitious mixing of some very diverse interests. Many 'settler' landholding interests, such as pastoralists, miners and roadhouses, would be brought within local government areas for the first time. Also, some of the former remote-area councils being amalgamated were focused on discrete Indigenous communities, while others governed 'open' highway towns with larger proportions of settlers among their populations.
Resistance to the restructuring in the immediate Darwin hinterland led to the abandonment of a proposed shire in that region in early 2008, and the retention of the four existing councils covering just a small portion of the land area. In more remote areas, however, the restructuring proceeded during 2008 largely as previously announced. Fifty-three remote-area councils were reduced to eight shires, of which only one, the Tiwi Islands Shire, resembled a former local government (see Figures 1 and 2 ).
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The next section of this article uses 2006 population and financial data for the pre-reform councils in their new groupings to demonstrate the mixing of diverse interests in this generational change to Northern Territory local government. The article then draws on direct observation of one of the pre-reform councils and the new shire into which it has been amalgamated. It argues that the large, new remote-area shires in the Northern Territory may be suffering, as much as gaining, from their regional size. There is an emerging and foreseeable problem in the retreat of the shires into urban-based administrations with limited connections to, and ownership by, the numerous remote localities combined within them. The article thus argues that while the mixing of interests is a considerable challenge for the new remote-area shires, the problem of scale presents the more pressing challenge. The final section further explains the term 'generational' to describe this change in Northern Territory local government.
Population and Financial Analysis: Mixing Diverse Interests
The Northern Territory local government system, which developed after selfgovernment in 1978, was characterised by both diversity and permissiveness. There were municipalities in the major urban centres, but in remote areas, community government provisions in the Territory's Local Government Act permitted rather different local governments to emerge. Those which emerged voluntarily in the 1980s and 1990s, with some encouragement from the Northern Territory government, were on a small geographic scale, spotted across the landscape. Some focused on discrete Indigenous communities, while others covered open highway towns with larger proportions of settlers among their populations (Wolfe 1989) . The map in Figure 1 shows the 61 local governments in the Northern Territory in 2003, covering about 10 per cent of the Territory's land area. At the top of Table 1 are the four municipalities which were largely left intact in the 2008 reforms. Compared with the councils further down the table, the municipalities are notable for two population and financial characteristics in 2006. Indigenous people were minorities among these larger urban populations, and the municipalities had revenue, and hence expenditure, of below $1,000 per capita. This latter characteristic reflects a local government which plays only a limited servicing role within its jurisdictional area. Most servicing in these urban areas is undertaken by private or community sector organisations, or other levels of government. In contrast, further down Table 1 , many of the old, dispersed, more remotearea councils had much higher levels of revenue, and hence expenditure, per capita. This reflects a much greater servicing role for local governments in remote areas, sometimes providing housing, employment and even retail services, as well as the more usual infrastructure and community services. Also, these councils had a far higher proportion of Indigenous people within their far smaller populations. Most remote-area councils had a population of less than a thousand, and over 90 per cent of the population were Indigenous. These were local governments for discrete Indigenous settlements or communities, usually single settlements but sometimes small regional groupings of settlements.
Scanning the 'Indigenous proportion of population' column in Table 1 , however, readers will note that there were a few remote-area councils which had minority Indigenous populations back in 2006. The three that stand out are Jabiru within West Arnhem Shire, Pine Creek within Victoria Daly Shire and Mataranka within Roper Gulf Shire. These are highway towns, open to nonIndigenous residents. They are also notable for having quite low levels of revenue and expenditure per capita in comparison with the other councils with which they have been amalgamated. Table 1 ranks the old councils, within their groupings, from lowest to highest revenue per capita, so these old highwaytown councils appear towards the top of their new shire groupings.
There are three other old, open, highway-town councils which appear at the top of their new shire groupings due to low levels of revenue per capita, but which have majority Indigenous populations. These are Borroloola within Roper Gulf Shire, Timber Creek within Victoria Daly Shire and Tennant Creek within Barkly Shire. Hence, four of the eight shires contain, within their new grouping, clear examples of old councils which serviced open highway towns rather than discrete Indigenous communities. This local government reform involved a clear mixing of rather diverse types of previous remote-area councils.
This mixing of diverse old councils can also be seen in Table 2 , as well as in the lines of Table 1 , which list the four councils that were to become part of the abandoned Top End Shire on the outskirts of Darwin. Top End Shire was to include an area which had previously been unincorporated, but was also to amalgamate three urban-fringe councils in which non-Indigenous people predominated (Litchfield, Coomalie and Wagait) with one discrete-Indigenouscommunity council (Belyuen). Settler interests, both inside and outside the incorporated local government areas, mobilised against the new shire and won its abandonment. They wanted a restricted role for local government in their areas, corresponding to the existing regime. Table 2 breaks down the revenue sources of the old councils in 2006 into eight categories, ranging across: rates and annual charges; various types of grants; contracts; user fees, charges and sales. Within the new shire groupings, Table 2 ranks the old councils from lowest to highest revenue per capita, following Table 1 . The top of Table 2 shows that the four largely unchanged municipalities derived the majority, or at least a substantial proportion, of their revenue in 2006 from rates and annual charges. However, rates and annual charges comprised a much lower proportion of revenues in the urban-fringe councils which were to become part of Top End Shire, and an even lower proportion in most of the remote-area councils. Indeed, many of the remotearea councils raised no revenue, or just a tiny proportion, from rates and annual charges. Among the remote-area councils, only the town councils in Tennant Creek and Jabiru raised a significant proportion of their revenue from rates and annual charges. Remote-area councils in 2006 relied heavily for revenue on grants, both tied and untied, and, in some instances, on contracts or rents, user fees and sales. Among the grants, untied money from the Northern Territory government and its Grants Commission (distributing Commonwealth local government funds) provided general base funding for remote-area councils. However, tied grants from the two superordinate levels of government increased local government revenue -and expenditure -to higher levels per capita. The Commonwealth's Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme -an Indigenous-specific, work-for-welfare scheme which has run in remote areas since 1977 -was particularly important. Thirty-four remote-area councils in the Northern Territory had CDEPs in 2006, and in 12 instances this pushed their revenue per capita above $10,000 per annum. In some cases, remote-area councils received a significant proportion of revenue from rents, user fees and sales, reflecting a major role in housing provision and occasionally also in retailing. Tables 1 and 2 are designed to show that the reshaping of local government in the Northern Territory in 2008 involved the amalgamation of some rather different remote-area local councils. However, these tables cannot capture the full extent of the mixing of diverse interests in the large new shires, as many settler-landholding interests in remote areas -such as pastoralists, roadhouse owners and miners -were, for the first time, also being pushed into the local government system. For the most part, these settler-landholding interests did not wish to be included in local government and fought it quite strongly. The Northern Territory government insisted, but conceded some conditional rating arrangements which would limit the annual charges that could be levied on such interests by the new shires for some years to come. In many ways, the dramatic change in the two maps in Figures 1 and 2 best suggests this added dimension to the mixing of diverse interests in the Northern Territory's generational reshaping of local government.
The Problem of Scale: An Observational Approach
Let us now move from a statistical, to a more observational, approach. I have been watching with interest the development of the Northern Territory local government system in remote areas for some 30 years. In the early 1980s, there was permissive growth of community government councils which tended, under local community influence, to emerge as single-settlement councils. Then came regionalism, in which settlements were gently guided by the Northern Territory government to band together in regional groupings (Wolfe 1989 Tree on the Stuart Highway, less than two hours' drive north of Alice Springs, the Anmatjere offices and council chambers were readily accessible both to me and to constituents and councillors. On the third Wednesday of each month, councillors from the outlying discrete-Indigenous-community wards drove into town for up to two hours for the council meeting (see map, Figure 3) . Whenever I could, I joined them. By the time of working with Anmatjere, I was already positioned in the debate about regionalism in Northern Territory local government. I had written four brief papers between 2001 and 2003, arguing that existing patterns of dispersal and localism in remote-area governance were understandable and reasonable social phenomena, and that they should not be simply disparaged as undesirable. I was also sceptical of the search for single, unified local governing bodies of just the right scale to be culturally appropriate, and of the idea that incompetent, corrupt, unethical non-Indigenous staff was the major cause of local government's troubles in remote areas (Sanders 2004) .
I acknowledged, however, that these small, remote-area councils had problems of organisational continuity and managerial isolation due to their small size, and that regional up-scaling was in many ways a reasonable objective (Sanders 2005; 2006a; 2006b) . The opportunity to work with a small regional council which combined both open-town and discrete-Indigenous-community interests in its 10-ward structure was both a challenge and an opportunity to test existing ideas.
I will not give a detailed account of my work with the Anmatjere Community Government Council from 2004 until its dissolution in 2008, as I have done so elsewhere (Sanders 2008a; Sanders and Holcombe 2007) . Over four years, I observed a small regional local government which was big enough to achieve organisational continuity, and was both useful to, and valued by, its one thousand or so constituents. I observed the building of a managerial team of about half-adozen, and an increase in the range of services provided by the organisation. There were two orderly transitions of chief executive officer and of council chair. I witnessed engaged councillors who took seriously their representation of the 10 distinct wards within Anmatjere, as well as their responsibilities to the jurisdiction as a whole (see Figure 3) . I observed two outlying wards in this rather federal regional structure, Engawala and Laramba, being somewhat guarded about a local government based in Ti Tree over an hour's drive away, but both remained in ACGC while maintaining their own community organisations.
The local government of Anmatjere resembled the Territory as a whole, covering only about 10 per cent of its region's land area, as settler interests with landholdings outside Ti Tree town had been left out of the incorporated area of the Anmatjere Community Government Council in the mid-1990s (see Figure  3) . Anmatjere was, nonetheless, an interesting attempt to mix discreteIndigenous-community interests with those of the open roadside town of Ti Tree, where the council administration was centred. This mixing of interests was not entirely successful, as the settler interests in Ti Tree town seemed to withdraw over time from the council as a representative body and to consign it to the Aboriginal residents of both the town and the nine outlying discreteIndigenous-community wards. However, Anmatjere did achieve some degree of mixing of these diverse interests.
After four years of observation, I assessed Anmatjere Community Government Council to be a modestly successful remote-area local government. It provided a useful representative focus and a range of services for a small, federated, non-urban region associated, in the main, with a single Aboriginal language group. It was somewhat limited by the lack of settlers among its representatives, but was still a worthwhile small, federalised, regional local government (Sanders 2008a) .
If Anmatjere was to be gently reformed, I would have suggested maintaining the existing regional scale and initiating another attempt at drawing in some of the interspersed settler-landholding interests. However, by late 2006, gentle encouragement of local government reform was no longer the Northern Territory government's approach. Instead, a massive change in local government scale was to be imposed from above. Anmatjere Community Government Council and the settler-landholding interests of its region, which were previously outside the incorporated local government area, were all to be included as one of four wards within the vast new Central Desert Shire (see Figure 4) .
Central Desert Shire included vast areas of land which had previously been unincorporated, and also amalgamated five pre-reform local governments with Anmatjere, two with similar populations and three with smaller populations (see Table 1 ). These amalgamating councils focused on discrete Indigenous communities which were widely dispersed in a band of the Northern Territory to the north of Alice Springs, stretching from Queensland to Western Australia. Among the six, Anmatjere had the most experience with mixing open-town and discrete-Indigenous-community interests, through its inclusion of Ti Tree town as one of its 10 wards (see Figure 3) .
In many ways, Ti Tree town would have been a logical administrative base for Central Desert Shire: an open town, on the bitumen at the geographic centre of the new shire's vast east-west spread. However, to avoid any sense of favouritism between the amalgamating councils and locations, and under the guidance of the Northern Territory government, the Central Desert Shire Transition Committee chose Alice Springs as the base for shire management, one hundred kilometres south of the new shire's southern boundary. This decision, made in late 2007, in many ways set the pattern for much that was to come.
Since November 2008, I have been observing regular Central Desert Shire meetings. These are bi-monthly and run for two days, either in Alice Springs or in one of the shire's nine 'service delivery centres'. Councillors travel to these meetings on Monday, have a preparation day on Tuesday, meet on Wednesday and begin to travel home on Thursday. Thus, councillors are required to undertake a bi-monthly trip away from their home community for almost a week. Moreover, if councillors become members of the Finance Committee, this trip away from home can be repeated in the off-month.
In addition, under the guidance of the Northern Territory government, the shire has established nine 'local boards'. This is an attempt to give a sense of localised influence to shire constituents, particularly in the areas where the former six councils were operating. These local board meetings, however, also need to be organised by the shire administration and attended by councillors on a bi-monthly basis, at least in principle. In practice, like the other shires, Central Desert is having difficulty maintaining interest in these local boards, which are only advisory (Central Land Council 2010) .
My observations reveal an ambitious and somewhat cumbersome representative structure. The shire, I argue, is so large and geographically dispersed that it spends much of its time and energy trying to keep in touch with its many farflung parts. This is not a criticism of either the councillors or the staff who run the shire. The staff is dedicated and competent, and the councillors try hard within the framework that has been given to them. Together they work diligently, developing procedures and policies which are duly put on the shire website for all to see, as encouraged by the Northern Territory government. Yet, at the same time, there is a vast distance, both social and geographic, between the shire's administrative headquarters in Alice Springs and the lives of its constituents around its nine service delivery centres. Councillors are also told to respect the 'separation of powers' between themselves and the managers in these nine service delivery centres, and to direct their representations of constituents' concerns up through council to the central shire administration.
Central Desert Shire, in my observation, is in danger of becoming an extremely well-governed, urban-based organisation, of limited daily relevance to its remote-area constituents. The remote-area localities and constituents did not create this organisation for themselves, and they do not feel they have significant influence over it. They can accept the services the shire offers or look for alternatives. However, any attempt to influence the shire through representation will come up against its vast geographic scale, its distant central administration and an inadequate electoral system which concentrates representation in larger settlements in multi-member wards (Sanders 2009 ). On 24 November 2011, the minister for local government announced a change of this electoral system to 'single transferable vote' in time for the March 2012 local government elections (see McCarthy 2011) .
Central Desert Shire, and possibly six of the other seven shires, have been designed on too large a scale to be accessible to, and valued by, their dispersed remote-area constituents. Seven of the eight shires now have major offices outside their boundaries in the Territory's major urban centres of Darwin, Alice Springs and Katherine. For most constituents, these are no longer accessible local governments with headquarters down the road, or even a drive away of an hour or two. They are distant, urban-based organisations, experienced by locals as somewhat alien and bureaucratic, similar to higher levels of government.
This may seem a premature judgement, after only three years of shire operations in the Northern Territory. Critics could note that I was already inclined to a view which defended the previous smaller councils. Nonetheless, I have long acknowledged that the small, remote-area councils developed in the Northern Territory in the 1980s and 1990s did have problems of size, and that regional up-scaling was, in many ways, a legitimate objective. This vast geographic scale, however, has been imposed from Darwin and has simply fallen back on an urban-based approach. In terms of scale, remote-area local government in the Northern Territory has changed from 'possibly a bit small' to now 'definitely too big'. The Country Liberal Party opposition has committed itself to reviewing the shires should it win office in the August 2012 Northern Territory election. Even some members of the Labor government have countenanced the idea of rescaling one or two shires back downwards.
How did it Happen? The Idea of Generational Change
If this judgement about the scale of the new shires is accepted and could reasonably have been foreseen, how did this excessive up-scaling of local government come about? Here the idea of generational change is helpful, particularly as it relates to Australian Indigenous affairs, to which remote-area local government in the Northern Territory is very closely related.
In recent work, I have suggested that there are generational dynamics in Australian Indigenous affairs, in which a growing diagnosis of past policy failure leads to a flurry of organisational and policy change (Sanders 2008b ). Conceptually, this change can take the form of switching between the three competing principles of equality, choice and guardianship, which, I have argued, are at the heart of Australian Indigenous affairs (Sanders 2010 ). Since the turn of the millennium, there has been a rediscovery of the guardianship principle in Australian Indigenous affairs, after 30 years of emphasising the choice and equality principles.
In the context of remote-area local government in the Northern Territory, it was the principle of choice, or self-determination, which informed the development of small community government councils in the 1980s (Coburn 1982; Phegan 1989) . Even as the encouragement of regional up-scaling developed through the 1990s, there was great respect for localism and for distinctive Aboriginal cultural contributions (Coles 1999) . As late as 2005, the senior Northern Territory public servant in local government, David Coles (2005) , argued that voluntarism was essential in up-scaling and had to be built on 'effective engagement and communication'. By 2006, however, Coles had retired and so too had the first Aboriginal minister for local government in the Northern Territory, John Ah Kit.
Their replacements were another Aboriginal minister, Elliot McAdam, and an administrator who had come up through urban local government in Alice Springs, Nick Skarvelis. Both seemed less patient with remote-area councils than Coles and Ah Kit, and wanted to put their own quick stamp on local government reform. Within months, a plan was being developed to impose shires from above and to incorporate the whole Territory land mass within local government. The lure of the grand plan, with its neat administrative rationality, was winning the day. The old councils, developed over the previous 30 yearsincluding some like Anmatjere that were regional groupings -were now defined as failures and as part of the problem. Conceptually, there was a move back towards the idea of Aboriginal people in remote areas needing to be told what to do -following the guardianship principle -rather than engaging with and respecting their existing choices relating to council scale.
During 2006 and 2007, there was also an increasingly assertive Commonwealth Minister for Indigenous Affairs, Queenslander Mal Brough, in the background. In June 2007, he convinced Prime Minister Howard to launch the Northern Territory Emergency Response. Although the Commonwealth had no direct role to play in Northern Territory local government reform, the presence of this assertive Commonwealth minister probably contributed to the sense that it was not enough to continue past reforms, and that something different had to be done. Thus the shires were born, as a grand plan on a grand scale that would fix remote-area local government in the Northern Territory once and for all.
This was generational change in at least three senses. First, it was a move from 'permissive' local government covering parts of the Territory, to 'mandatory' local government covering the whole (Power, Wettenhall and Halligan 1981, 6 ) -except, as it turned out, in the Darwin hinterland, where local protest overcame grand, visionary planning. Second, it was a change which discarded as failures the ideas and organisational creations of a generation of administrators, ministers and policymakers who had slowly built and encouraged the remote-area councils since the late 1970s. Third, it was a change which relied again on the idea that remote-area Indigenous people needed to be guided and directed, or even overridden, in their choices, rather than engaged with and respected. In these second and third senses, I argue, local government reform in the Northern Territory has been part of a larger generational revolution in Australian Indigenous affairs (Sanders 2008b; Sanders and Hunt 2010) .
Conclusion
When I began to write this article, I did not anticipate that it would be quite so critical. I have difficulty supporting the new remote-area shires in the Northern Territory. This may be because I am part of the generation which debated and nurtured the previous generation of community government councils, trying to balance localised democratic choice and ownership with superordinate, centralised government direction. I hope the new shires prove me wrong and that they do become valued by their remote-area constituents, as well as efficiently governed from their major offices in urban areas.
I cannot help but think, however, that the mixing of interests in these shires was always very ambitious, and that their overly large scale of operation was determined by centralised, administrative rationality. To be effective, local government must be on a scale to which local communities and constituents can comfortably relate. Otherwise, it is not so much local government, as just another manifestation of centralised state or territory government. Unfortunately, this is where generational reform may have taken Northern Territory local government. Only time will tell.
